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INTRODUCTION 


Tue facsimiles here given have been selected from a 
manuscript Prymer of vellum, written on both sides, and 
in a modern binding of brown leather (British Museum, 
27,592). The book is unfortunately imperfect, leaves 
containing the Creed. and other interesting portions 
having been removed. The greater part, however, 
remains, amongst others those pages containing the 
Litany and Ten Commandments. There are sixty-one 
leaves in all. 

The pages reproduced are amongst the most in- 
teresting in the volume, and afford medizval versions 
of the Lord’s Prayer, Benedicite, Magnificat, etc. The 
only manuscript Prymer yet printed is that given in Mr. 
Maskell’s ‘‘ Monumenta Ritualia,” and further information 
on the subject must be sought there, where the whole 
matter is dealt with at some length and with masterly 
ability. 

The slight sketch of the Prymer in the following 
pages is, I believe, in great part an addition to that 
furnished by Mr. Maskell, as I have endeavoured ‘in 
some degree to treat the matter from a different stand- 
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point. To Mr. Maskell, however, all notes on the ques- 
tion of Service-books probably in some way or other are 
indebted, as not only has he opened up the subject, but 
contributed materially to dissipate the very strange ideas 
which are to be found in works of earlier publication. 

In the following sketch I have stated various opinions, 
but as in every case I have furnished extracts and 
references upon which they are based, it is open to those 
who cannot agree with me to search for themselves and 
to form their own conclusions. | 

Of the two pieces contained in the Appendix, the 
first is from a book of prayers to be used during Mass, 
and the whole of this manuscript has been printed by 
the Early English Text Society, under the title of the 
“Lay Folk’s Mass-Book.” The second piece is simply 
part of a religious poem. Both are private compila- 
tions, and therefore quite distinct from the Prymer. 
They are reproduced from the originals of the fourteenth 
century in the British Museum (Royal MS. 17, B xvii.). 

The Prymer was a Prayer-book in English for the 
use of the laity, containing the Calendar, Hours of the 
Virgin, the Lord’s Prayer, Ten Commandments, Creed, 
Litany, Office of the Dead, etc.; and though there is 
no other existing example of an earlier date than that 
from which these facsimiles are taken, we may reason- 
ably suppose that such books were in use in this country 
throughout the Middle Ages. 

The same book, when in Latin or partly so, was 
known as the “ Hore,” or “ Hours of the Virgin,” and 
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Prymers and Hore did not, in their contents, differ 
very materially one copy from another. 

The name “ Prymer” has been traced back by Mr. 
Maskell from the period of the Reformation to about 
1350, and in so doing he has given extracts from various 
documents. Several additional extracts of a similar cha- 
racter will be found in these pages. 

The name “ Hore,” or “ Hours of the Virgin,” may 
be explained in this way: Unlike the present arrange- 
ment.of the services of the Church of England, those in 
the Middle Ages were not gathered into one book, but 
contained in several volumes. One of these was the 
Breviary, containing the services of the canonical hours 
—that is, the day services, morning and evening.’ 

The arrangement of the Hore, or Prymer, was very 
similar, the difference being that they were for the use 
of the laity, and bore special reference in their contents 
to the Virgin. 

The Book of Common Prayer of the Church of 
England was compiled at the Reformation from the 
Breviary,’ and, this being so, it naturally follows that a 
very distinct similarity is to be found in it to that in 
use as the Prymer in the Middle Ages. This will be 


1 “due howres of ringing to service, That is to say to ring in to matens 
at seven a clock, To hie Masse at nyne a clock, To evynsong on work dayes 
at ii a clock, and on holy dayes according to the lawdable custome of the 
Citie.",—Churchwardens’ Accounts of St. Michel, edited by W. H. Overall. 

2 The service of Holy Communion (or Mass, as it is called in Edward VI.’s 
Prayer-book) from the Missal; those of Matrimony, Burial, etc., from the 
Manual ; and the functions of bishops from the Pontifical. 
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clearly seen if the pages here given in facsimile, all of 
which are taken from the commencement of the book, 
are compared with the first few pages of the Book of 
Common Prayer. Let us also bear in mind that our 
Book of Common Prayer not only took the place of the 
Prymer, but that laws were issued under various sove- 
reigns for the destruction of all other Service-books, the 
new book being alone permitted to remain, and with 
such vigour were these laws carried out, that very few of 
the old Service-books of any kind are now in existence.’ 

The Book of Common Prayer, therefore, is a new 
Prymer, and in almost exactly the same way that it 1s 
used in church to-day, so was the old Prymer in use, 
or resting on the book-board of the pew in our old 
parish churches during service-time in the Middle Ages. 


1 “That all books called Antiphoners, Missals, Grailes, Processionals, 
Manuals, Legends, Pies, Portuasses, Primers in Latin or English, . . . shall 
be by authority of this present act clearly and utterly abolished, extinguished, 
and forbidden for ever to be used or kept in this realm, or elsewhere within 
any the King’s dominions. And be it further enacted by the authority aforesaid, 
That if any person or persons, of what estate, degree, or condition soever he, 
she, or they be, body politick or corporate, that now have or hereafter shall 
have in his, her, or their custody, any the books or writings of the sorts afore- 
said, . . . and do not before the last day of June next . . . deliver or cause 
to be delivered all and every the same books to the mayor, . . . to be openly 
burnt or otherwise defaced or destroyed ; shall for every such book or books 
willingly retained . . . forfeit and lose to the King our sovereign lord, for 
the first offence xx. s. and for the second offence shall forfeit and lose (being 
thereof lawfully convict) iv. li. and for the third offence shall suffer imprison- 
ment at the King’s will.”—Statutes at Large, 1549, vol. v. pp. 342, 343. 

“Articles of accusation against Morrall, Catline, and Sharpe, for hearing 
of Mass and keeping Popish books.”—Calendar of State Papers, 1547-1580, 


p. 578. 


— ——— 
— 
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“or he entur in to the churche, be it erly or late, 
perceue all thynge for his pewe that it be made preparate, 
bothe cosshyn, carpet & curteyn, bedes & boke.”?! 


Mr. Micklethwaite, in his paper on “ Parish Churches,” 
in the Archeological Fournal, vol. xxxv., speaking of 
pews, says— 


“They were widely spaced, and had large book-boards.” 


This remark is borne out by the appearance of our 
Prymer, which from its size would require a large book- 
board on which to rest securely. All Prymers, however, 
were not of the same bulk, some being remarkably 
small. 

The following are interesting as referring to the 
name and binding of the book :— 


“ All-so y wol that Thomas Rothewell have myn Prymour.”® 

“Also I will that she have my primer clothed with purpill 
damaske. ... Also I will that Ann the doughter of the said 
Roberd have my primer clothed in ® bawdekyn.” 4 


The next extracts will, I think, furnish fair evidence 
that the Prymer was at hand in the bedroom, and in 
use the first thing in the morning. If we bear in mind 
that Chaucer’s clerk would “levere have at his beddes 
heede Twenty bookes clad in blak or reede,” we may, as 


1 The office of a chamburlayne in “The Boke of Nurture,” about 1450, 
edited by F. J. Furnivall, Early English Text Society. 

3 Will of Richard Bokeland, 1436.—Earliest English Wills (E. E. T. S.). 

8 Cloth of gold. 

4 Will of Roger Drury, 1493.—Cullum’s “ History and Antiquities of 
Hawsted.” 
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it seems to me, reasonably determine that our Prymer 
has probably occupied a similar position. 


“In the morenynge whan ye vp rise 
To worshipe gode haue in memorie, 
Wyth crystes crosse loke ye blesse you thrise, 
Your pater noster saye in deuoute wyse, 
Aue maria with the holy crede, 
Thenne alle the day the better shal ye spede. 


“ And while that ye be aboute honestly 
To dresse your self & do on your araye, 
With your felawe wel and tretably, 
Oure lady matyns loke that ye saye, 
Ande this obseruance vse ye every daye 
With pryme and ouris.”? 


The next extract is from a Prymer of 1534— 


“Fyrst ye shall say in the mornyng wha ye do aryse from 
your bedde this prayer folowyng.”? 


In conclusion, I may say that we have seen that the 
Prymer, with its Lord’s Prayer, Ten Commandments, 
etc., was well known in the Middle Ages—a fact which is 
not surprising ; for from a period long before the Con- 
quest, the imperative necessity of teaching the people 
the main points of the Christian religion was again and 
again demanded and enforced. This may be easily 
ascertained by referring to the laws and canons of the 


1 “ Book of Curtesye,” 1477-8 (E. E. T. S.). 
2 Primer, British Museum, 1534, fol. 30. 
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Medieval Church.’ Consequently, the statement with 
which we sometimes meet, that before the Reformation 
the people of this country had but little knowledge of 
those particular prayers on which so much stress is laid 
to-day, is inexplicable,’ probably having its origin from 


1 “ And we enjoin that every man learn so that he know the Pater noster 
and Creed, if he wish to lie ina hallowed grave. . . . And we enjoin that 
every Christian man zealously accustom his children to Christianity, and 
teach them the Pater noster and Creed.”—Canons enacted under Edgar, 960 
(Thorpe’s “ Ancient Laws,” pp. 346, 347). 


4 “ Const thou thy pater and thyn aue 
And thy crede now telle thou me? 
Yef he seyth he con hyt not. 
Take hys panawnce thenne he mot. 
To suche penaunce thenne thou hym turne, 
That wole make hym hyt to lerne.” 
‘“‘Instructions for Parish Priests,” about 1450. 
Edited by E. Peacock, E. E. T. S. 


“ Goodfaders & goodmoders & all that behere about say in the worshyppe 
[‘honour,’ see dictionaries of Old English] of god & our layde & of the XII. 
apostellys a Pater noster, and Ave maria, & Credo in deum. . . . God faders 
and godmodyrs of thys chylde whecharge you that ye charge the foder and 
te moder to kepe it from fyer & water & other pelers [misprint for ‘ perels’] 
to the age of VII. yere and that ye lerne or seyt belerned the Pater noster, 
Ave maria, & Credo, after the lawe of all holy churche.”—From the Service 
for Baptism, Sarum Manual. 

“ Pater noster, ave maria, and criede, leren ye chyld yt es nede.”—On the 
font at Bradley, Lincolnshire. 

‘“Also whether your parsons ... declare and publishe .. . the tenne 
commandments ... if he do not ye shall present hym.”—Forme of the 
Archdeacon’s Charge, “ Jones’s Calendar,” p. 129. 

‘““It was neuer ordeyned, o good reder, without the singler prouidence, 
and moste abundaunt grace of almyghtie god, that the multitude of christen 
people shulde lerne by herte the ten comaundementes of almightie god, and 
the beleue, called the Crede, the prayer of the lorde, called the Pater noster.” 
— Primer, 1538? 

I may also add that children were taught the Lord’s Prayer and Creed 
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a period when every endeavour was made to disparage 
the Medizeval Church, and exalt the piety of subsequent 
generations. | 

It is not necessary here to point out the strange 
inconsistencies of such arguments. Innumerable evi- 
dences remain both substantial’ and documentary ? which 
clearly indicate not only a remarkably vivid belief in a 
future state, but a deep religious feeling. 


in school (see Furnivall’s “Babees Book,” p. 303), and that the Ten Com- 
mandments hung in certainly one and probably many of the churches in the 
fifteenth century (Arche@ologia, vol. xlv. p. 119). 

1 Church fabrics, which were in use by the people constantly during the 
week (‘Lay Folk’s Mass-Book,” pp. xxxvili.-ix.), endowments, ecclesiastical 
furniture, etc. 

2 Wills, charters, inventories, episcopal registers, etc. 
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